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The major task for dictionary compiling is to define the word,“The quality of a 
dictionary depends on the quality of definition.”(胡明扬, 1982:122) Definition is the 
prime information to look up in a dictionary and also one of the motives of using a 
dictionary. However, within all the definitions in a dictionary, the most difficult 
category to define is the verb category because of the difficulty of distinguishing 
senses of the verb and the complicated relationships between the verb and its objects. 
Meanwhile, the reasons mentioned above are also the reasons why Chinese EFL 
learners feel it difficult to acquire and use verbs. Therefore, it has been a long and 
tough task to improve the quality of verb definitions in learner’s dictionaries in order 
to satisfy the user’s needs.   
Based on the importance of definitions in learner’s dictionary and the specialty 
of acquiring verbs in the process of learning English, this thesis discusses various 
meaning theories, properties of verbs and difficulties in acquiring verbs, summarizes 
the content of dictionary definitions, principles of dictionary definitions and the 
major defining styles, and analyzes and compares the defining approaches, defining 
structures and language used to define the two most frequently-used verbs, have and 
take, in Big Four(the four major English learner’s dictionaries ), aiming to state the 
merits and defects of different defining styles and proposing some tentative 
suggestions for optimizing the definition styles of verbs in English learner’s 
dictionaries from the perspective of cognitive linguistics and user’s needs. 
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